no       FROM PRIVATE TO FIELD-MARSHAL
the opportunity created by the cavalry, which had not < relieved Kimberley but had interposed between the inves force now retreating north of that place and the commai at Magersfontein to the south, and had thus severed Croi communications with the Transvaal, to which he, a Tr vaaler, attached great importance.
Cronje has been much criticised for his inaction, an is right that he should be held responsible for the co quences of it, but on the other hand it is only fair to 1 into account the circumstances as they appeared to at the time. It was a fact that the British troops had previously operated at any great distance from a rairv and Cronje probably thought, and quite correctly, tha do so on this occasion would be a very difficult undertafc February is the hottest month of the South African sumn water was alarmingly scarce; no rain had fallen for wi past and the sandy plains offered but little food for country-bred animals and still less for the English hor the Modder and the Riet were formidable obstacles, pass only at widely separated drifts ; and finally, to march ro the flank of a mobile enemy knowing every inch of terrain, while we knew little or nothing about it, wai incur such risks as not a few commanders would hesi to accept. These and similar considerations could not to have a great influence on Cronje's decision, and he < not deserve to be dismissed merely as a stupid and si; old Boer in the summary and superior fashion adoptee some of his critics ; and to do this is to belittle what doubtedly was a bold conception on the part of Lord Rob< and an arduous performance on the part of his troops.
Hearing of the relief of Kimberley and of the moven of other British columns round his left flank, Cronjc last realised his perilous position, and about ten o'clocl the night of the I5th he commenced to retreat up right bank of the Modder so as to regain his commur tions with Bloemfontein. When our headquarters reac Jacobsdal early the following morning reports and rum.' indicating the direction of his retirement began to c in, but they were so vague and contradictory that it difficult to draw any reliable inference from them.is rarely falls to the lot of the commander of whom regimental officers andmand. Thenwhilepublic men, or having in them some particle of good, hadapsize. The passage of rivers is also made on rafts of inflated skins supporting a frameworkiably two months' imprisc
